
 
 
October All-Staff Message 
October 13, 2014 - Dan Goldman, Superintendent, Hood River County School District 
 
Greetings HRCSD Family, 
 
Last weekend I sent a similar message to the one below to a group called the “Key Communicators.”  Key 
Communicators are community members who have requested to get monthly messages about what’s happening 
throughout our school district.  Anyone can be a Key Communicator, but the idea is to make sure folks stay 
informed, stay connected, and stay committed to our schools.  Let me know if you would like to be a Key 
Communicator.   
 
So, October is here, the leaves are falling, the rain is coming, and my daughters have switched from wanting to be 
witches for Halloween to wanting to dress like “little men.”  Their idea is to wear little suites and ties, which makes 
me just laugh because (apparently) I am in a Halloween costume 5 days a week!  The fall is always filled with great 
culture building activities in our schools like homecoming week at HRV (with air guitar, the bonfire, all the home 
sports games, and the dance)… it’s a great time to celebrate being an Eagle!  Our elementary schools and middle 
schools have back-to-school parent nights, PTO sponsored events, barbeques, and much more.  All these events 
take people power, creativity, and collaboration.  And the payoff is huge – kids love being with you and feel 
responsible for each other in a different kind of way.  All of this is tied to academic performance and learning; 
without relationships and trust, we’d get substantially different results. 
 
In September I wrote to the Key Communicators about some of the many achievements of our students and staff 
in 2013-14 including increased academic outcomes on state assessments, advances in our STEM courses, increased 
graduation rates, the adoption of a new K-5 literacy program, achievements in the fine and performing arts, the 
outstanding accomplishments of our student-athletes, and the Board’s adoption of a strategic plan (the “20/20 
Vision”) that communicates one overarching, aspirational district goal: “Every student graduates with the 
knowledge and courage to learn, serve, and pursue their dreams.” 
 
 
Progress on 20/20 Vision 
If you recall there are seven Collective Commitments in our 20/20 Vision that drive our shared work, each with a 
set of underlying strategies that to implement, measure, reflect upon, and improve.  In each all staff message this 
year, I’ll attempt to communicate progress on each of our collective commitments, the first being:  
 

“We ensure safe learning environments by teaching and reinforcing positive behavior.” 
 
The Board adopted four strategies to make this a reality for students in all our schools.  Each are listed below with a 
mini progress report. 
 
1. Implement School-wide Positive Behavior Support (PBIS). 

The core features of PBIS include: 
• Developing common positive behavioral expectations for all areas of the school (e.g., hallways, 

classrooms, lunchroom, playground, etc.); 
• Explicitly teaching these expectations to all students (not just assuming they know how to behave); 



• Reinforcing students’ exhibiting the positive behavior expectations through positive recognition systems; 
• Establishing a continuum of consequences for misbehavior that is focused on skill development, rather 

than exclusionary practices (e.g., suspension), whenever possible; 
• Collecting and using discipline referral data to plan for school-wide and targeted interventions; and, 
• Establishing a leadership team that continually uses the data. 

 
More info on PBIS here: https://www.pbis.org  

 
Late in the summer, we were notified that we had been awarded around $100,000 to improve our PBIS 
systems.  These funds are in addition to the investment for PBIS made by the “Keeping Families Together” 
initiative right here in our community: http://goo.gl/isvt45.  These funding sources have enabled us to hire a 
half-time PBIS Coach, Mara Lynaugh, to work with PBIS teams in 3 pilot schools toward full implementation 
of all the features of PBIS.  The pilot schools are Wy’east, May Street and Westside.  Mara, who’s been a 
special educator with the district for many years, has received initial training on PBIS, is conducting site visits 
in schools in other districts that have long been implementing PBIS, and will train our staff on using a 
powerful data system built specifically for implementation of PBIS.  Mara has already conducted site-based 
assessments of PBIS implementation using an assessment called the “SET” to get baseline data on the PBIS 
practices referenced above.   

 
2. Pro-social skills, including a focus on decreasing bullying and illicit substance use, will be taught and 

reinforced. 
Each of our elementary schools has purchased a pro-social skills development curriculum called “Second Step” 
http://www.cfchildren.org/second-step.aspx.  Second Step is a research-based curriculum that focuses on 
building skills in areas such as Skills for Learning (e.g., Focusing Attention and Listening,”) Empathy, Problem 
Solving, and Self-management (e.g., Managing Embarrassment”).  Schools are focused on having teachers 
deliver this curriculum throughout the year in all elementary schools.   
 
Our secondary schools are focused on establishing anti-bullying programs that empower by-standers to actively 
interrupt bullying.  All secondary schools (as well as elementary schools) are currently developing goals and 
actions to improve their school climate using the school-wide “Continuous Improvement Plan” (CIP) process.  
Empowering students to be school leaders and to take pride in their schools is a big part of the HRCSD 
culture and continues to be a focus at each of our schools.  (By the way, it’s national bullying awareness 
month.) 

 
3. Staff in every school will be trained in Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS) to assist students needing 

intensive behavior and emotional support. 
A number of administrators, support staff (such as counselors, school psychologists, and learning specialists), 
and general education teachers attended a two-day workshop on CPS this summer.  This followed a focus on 
CPS practices for many of you in 2013-14. 
 
CPS is a pro-active, cognitive-behavioral model for working with challenging kids. The central philosophy of 
Collaborative Problem Solving is "children do well if they can," and if they can't, then it is up to the adult in 
the child's life to figure out what prevents the child from responding more appropriately.   

 
4. Ensure prevention and crisis response systems are effective, practiced, and always improving. 

The events at Reynolds High School last year serve as a reminder to all of us that we must faithfully implement 
and monitor practice drills with our students for emergencies.  As you know, our drills include procedures for 
fires, earthquakes, and (unfortunately) active shooters/attackers/intruders.  This fall, after a year of 
collaborative planning with law enforcement and first responders, we have established a highly developed 
program for “reunification” in the case of a school evacuation.  Reunification procedures specify exactly how 
we would get students back to their families in the case of an evacuation.  These procedures are often missing 



from schools’ procedures because of the logistical difficulties in getting multiple agencies to work together, 
agree and document the plans, and practice them. But just think about trying to get to your child if something 
really terrible happened in their school.  Obviously, this is truly critical work. 
 
A mailer went home to all families this year that discussed what would happen if we had to evacuate a school 
and the process for getting reunified with their children.  The logistics involved with other agencies in an 
evacuation/reunification process are considerably complex, but our partner agencies have been at the table with 
us all last year as we developed these plans.  Two weeks ago, county and city law enforcement, first responders, 
mental health providers, school staff, and medical providers spent a number of hours together reviewing and 
codifying these new procedures together. While our first intention is to, of course, prevent a major emergency 
in our schools, this kind of planning is necessary in today’s world. 
 

In order for kids to learn in school, they need to be in school, be in class, and be safe and engaged.  All of these 
strategies are geared to improving academic achievement through increasing students’ self-regulation skills, 
increasing time spent in classrooms (not in the office), and further developing a school-wide climate of togetherness 
and safety.  We’re well on our way to making these strategies a reality in all schools. 
 
 
Reading Program & Supports for Struggling Learners 
I’m compelled to write about two significant, complementary bodies of work that are underway in HRCSD aimed 
at perfecting our early intervention practices for struggling students while improving outcomes for all.  One is our 
new elementary literacy program (Reading Wonders: http://mhreadingwonders.com/reading-wonders/); the other 
is the refinement of our Response to Intervention systems (http://www.oregonrti.org). 
 
In her breakthrough 2003 book “Overcoming Dyslexia,” neuroscientist and professor of pediatrics at Yale, Dr. 
Sally Shaywitz, (really for the first time) demystified why many children and adults struggle to read.  Without 
giving you a book report, Dr. Shaywitz addresses the neurological markers of dyslexia (that only modern science 
has allowed scientists to identify through brain scan imagery), she gives a very simple definition of the disorder (“A 
child who reads accurately but not fluently is dyslexic”), and addresses diagnosis and treatments for dyslexia.  Dr. 
Shaywitz’s findings had a profound effect in the research world and in altering teaching and learning practices – 
especially around reading. 
 
In short, Dr. Shaywitz stressed the following keys to preventing and treating dyslexia and other reading disorders 
(shamelessly plagiarized from pg. 262 of her book):  

• early intervention,  
• systemic and direct instruction in 

o phonemic awareness 
o phonics 

• practice in applying these skills in reading and writing 
• fluency training 
• enriched language experiences: direct instruction in the skills of listening & speaking 

 
These same attributes are the backbone of our new elementary reading curriculum,  
Reading Wonders, and are embedded in our Response to Intervention (RTI) system!! 

 
So what exactly is RTI? 
1.  In an RTI system, all students are taught reading and math using research-based core programs. 

What HRCSD has done since the fall of 2013:  First, we invested around $400,000 in this year’s budget for 
the new literacy curriculum and training for teachers, IA’s and specialists.  We did this in the face of a 
$1.25m shortfall from the state because 14 years had past from our last adoption and the Board recognized 
(at the recommendation of a large group of teachers who worked throughout the year to evaluate the literacy 



program) that it was the most important investment we could make for improving the future success of our 
students.  The adopted core literacy program, “Reading Wonders,” is research-based and includes a 
coordinated intervention for struggling readers in grades K-5.  The curriculum thoroughly and explicitly 
addresses instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary development, and comprehension 
– just what Dr. Shaywitz ordered!   
 
Just last week, all K-5 teachers and specialists received more training on effectively using Reading Wonders as 
intended in the research.  Our teachers are doing an AMAZING JOB with this new program.  I asked our 
Key Communicators to imagine what would happen in their workplace if nearly 50% of the expectations for 
the job changed after a holiday break!?!?  Changing the reading/writing program at the elementary basically 
has this effect and our teachers have handled this massive effort with grace, optimism, and professionalism – 
truly outstanding! 

 
2.  All students are screened (early and consistently) for reading and math difficulties with a research-based, 

quick assessment.   
What HRCSD has done since the fall of 2013:  Last year, our teachers on the literacy committee researched 
various screening assessments to better identify struggling readers and mathematicians.  This fall, we initiated 
the use of the newly adopted “easyCBM” screening assessment for reading and math.  EasyCBM is sensitive 
to the skill deficits commonly found in students with dyslexia and other learning disabilities (listed by 
Shaywitz above) and gets the highest ranking for accuracy in predicting student performance on tests of 
overall reading ability from the American Institutes for Research (AIR).   
 
These quick assessments are given to every K-5 student 3 times each year to screen for reading difficulties 
and to get struggling students into interventions as quickly as possible.  In years past, our classroom teachers 
mostly had to administer these types of assessments in their classrooms, student-by student, with limited 
time.  This year, we have formed a specialized team that goes to each school (3x/year) and efficiently assesses 
each student in the entire elementary school.  Many hands make light work – with this new practice we’re 
able to get kids assessed and quickly back into the classroom. 

 
3.  Students performing in the bottom 20% in each grade level on easyCBM are intervened with and their 

progress monitored every week. 
What HRCSD has done since the fall of 2013:  This year we adopted the research-based “Wonderworks” 
intervention to compliment the interventions we already had in place, such as Reading Mastery.   Reading 
Mastery is long considered a standard for research-based interventions and is even cited in Sally Shawitz’s 
breakthrough book.  Teachers have requested even more intervention materials and we will strive to address 
this need within our budget.   
 
In HRCSD, we have long had teachers work in data teams to review screening and progress monitoring data 
to make intervention decisions for kids.  While this practice is not new in our district, a district-wide RTI 
team will be evaluating all our systems and aiming to fine-tune our practices. 
 

4.  Students not responding to the interventions are individually planned for, and intervened with, with great 
intensity (increased time, lower groups size, more explicit intervention)  

What happens in HRCSD:  When a student does not respond in a typical fashion to the intervention system 
referenced above, each school has a team of specialists that reviews the student’s data, meets with parents, 
and may recommend (with the parent) an individualized, diagnostic evaluation for specialized, 
individualized instruction/treatment.  This is why making sure our interventions are “research-based” is so 
important – because students’ responses to these interventions form the pillar of our diagnostic process.  
Currently, the What Works Clearinghouse from the US Dept. of Education cites the programs that have 
been proven to work in rigorous studies: http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Topic.aspx?sid=8.  
 



Nationally, 13-14% of school-aged children have disabilities and about 50% of these children have specific 
learning disabilities.  Reading disabilities, such as dyslexia, make up the majority of all learning disabilities, so 
you can see that we’re talking about a lot of kids who are impacted by disorders such as dyslexia.  (Here in 
HRCSD, about 14% of our students have qualified for special education services – mirroring the national 
data.) 
 
 

I know that was pretty technical stuff – basically our coordinated RTI framework should drive our curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment programs, as well as our system to find struggling learners as early as possible so we can 
get them back on track as fast as possible.  As I talked about in our all staff get together in August, doing everything 
we can to ensure every single student is a proficient reader is amongst our most important tasks as a school system.  
None of us can do that work alone – we have to be strategic, systemic, collaborative and committed to making this 
a reality. 
 
I continue to be so impressed with our schools, our staff, our community and our kids.  I’m going to make a 
sincere effort to get into your classroom this year – please invite me in!  Every day, there’s something awesome 
happening in each of our schools and in your classroom.  Because of you, the sky’s the limit for our kids.   
 
Thanks for a great start to the school year and for your commitment to our mission: Excellence. Every student. 
Every day. 
 
 
Best regards- 
Dan 
 


